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Applying Project Management Strategies in a Large 
Curriculum Conversion Project in Higher Education
Joel Gardner, Patrick Bennett, Niccole Hyatt, Kevin Stoker, The Institute, Franklin University, October, 2018
Abstract Responding to Change Process Groups
Higher education is undergoing great changes that require universities to 
adapt quickly, and making these changes can be difficult. One discipline 
that can aid in executing change is project management, which has 
developed a set of clear processes and strategies for completing initiatives 
quickly and effectively. Several authors have identified project 
management competencies as key in the practice of instructional design. 
However, in our experience it can be difficult to operationalize project 
management, particularly in instructional design projects that are large in 
scope and require a quick turnaround. In this case study, we describe our 
response to an immediate need to convert 53 courses from a 15-week to 
a 12-week format. We share the project management processes, 
strategies, and technologies we used to plan, organize, and lead this large 
course conversion project. We share our experiences working with 
organizational culture, collaborating with busy faculty, and hiring part-
time designers and content experts. Finally, we share our own best 
practices for managing and leading large, multi-course instructional 
design projects.
Change in Higher Ed
There has been a tremendous amount of discontinuous change in the U.S. 
system of higher education over the last several decades. The shifts have 
included ever-increasing scrutiny by accrediting and regulatory bodies, 
falling enrollments due to fewer high school students heading to college, 
and astounding price increases to the cost of tuition. Frey (2013) 
estimates that 50 percent of all private institutions of higher education 
within the United States will collapse by 2030 due to insolvency.   
Change at Franklin
In the past, Franklin was granted permission from the U. S. Department of 
Education (ED) to have an overlapping winter and summer trimester to 
support the development of online programs and employ a 15-week 
summer term. However, during the 2016-2017 academic year, the ED 
communicated that it would no longer support the overlapping of terms. 
This meant that the summer term would be shortened to 12 weeks in 
length. This created a serious potential problem for many of our students 
who would need to take key 15-week courses during that summer to 
graduate from our University in a timely manner. Our university had more 
than 85 15-week courses, including major area courses in many high-
enrollment programs such as accounting.
Project Management and Instructional Design
One discipline that can aid in executing change is project management 
(PM), which has developed a set of clear processes and strategies for 
completing initiatives quickly and effectively. PM includes a set of clear 
principles and strategies for completing projects on schedule, per scope, 
and within a predetermined budget (Project Management Institute, 
2013). Project management is key in the practice of instructional design 
(Greer, 1992; Koszalka, Russ-Eft, & Reiser, 2012; Merrill, 2007; Williams 
Van Rooij, 2010). At Franklin, we have employed project management 
strategies in a variety of instructional design projects, including course 
design for University programs and curricula, corporate clients, 
government clients, and other institutions of higher education.
Franklin University has a long history of adapting to changes in industry and the higher 
education ecosystem. Our University was an early developer of fully online programs 
in the late 1990s and has successfully provided online education for nearly 20 years.
Many years of responding to change and innovating to achieve our university’s mission 
provided us with a framework and mindset for responding to the requirements of the 
Department of Education. 
Project Planning
To respond quickly to the requirements of the ED, we created a project team to plan 
for and execute a new strategy: converting all 15-week courses to 12-week courses. 
Furthermore, University leadership mandated that the required 15-week courses for 
Summer 2017 be redesigned immediately. That meant that our institution would need 
to convert 53 of the 85 courses from 15 to 12 weeks between January 2017 and April 
2017. In the following sections, we describe how we applied project management 
expertise to this course design project.
Initiating. Defining a new project or a new phase of an existing project. We met 
with multiple stakeholders to help clarify the needs and held several meetings to 
determine the goals and outcomes for the project.
Planning. Establishing the total scope of the effort, define objectives, and 
develop a course of action. We identified courses that were to be converted, 
prioritized when to design them, and established team members’ roles. 
Executing. Completing the work defined in the project plan (PMBOK, 2013). This 
is where the course conversion work took place and included the work of the 
instructional designers, faculty members, and content editors.
Monitoring and Controlling. Ensuring the work is being completed according to 
specifications. This included continuous communication and regular reporting 
on progress through bi-weekly meetings, tracking the work of the team, and 
performing quality reviews of every course completed.
Closing. Finishing and officially ending the project. To close out this project, we 
held lessons learned sessions and communicated the successful completion of 
the project to all project stakeholders, including a final report.
Results
This course conversion project was successful. We completed 53 course conversions on 
time. When we began the project, we estimated that it would take instructional 
designers an average of 60 hours to convert each course. Based on our tracking, our 
instructional designers averaged 48.9 hours per course. The PMBOK acceptable 
standards for estimation are to conclude at -10% or +20% (PMBOK, 2013), and we were 
roughly 8% under on hours, which is within that standard. 
Recommendations
We recommend the following for completing a successful instructional 
design project:
• Meet early and often to address issues as they arise
• Communicate early and often to keep all stakeholders informed
• Hold bi-weekly status meetings and track progress
• Employ a full-time project manager to facilitate the project’s success
Figure 1. The relationship between general phases of instructional design and the project management process groups at our University.
